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Open Radio 


As disenchantment with today's increasingly outdated economic and political system 
grows, so more and more people are turning to a proliferating number of free and 
open movements — in pursuit of alternative ways of doing things. Is Open Radio 
about to become the next trend? 


At the end of last year | received an email from a US community radio station called 
KRUU-FM, which is based in Fairfield, |lowa. While surfing the Web Sundar Raman, 
the host of a show called Open Views, had come across the interviews | have been 
doing with leaders of the various free and open movements, and he wanted to talk to 
me about them on air. 


Sympathetic to the notion of community radio, and intrigued 
by the raison d’étre of Open Views — to explore the open 
source and free culture movements around the world 
"stretching beyond the limits of software" — | agreed to do 
the interview, which was broadcast in December (and can 
be heard here). 





It was only after the interview was over, however, that | 

realised that KRUU is more than just a community radio 
station: it is also a grassroots initiative with a deep commitment to the principles 
advocated by the various free and open movements. Or as station manager James 
Moore more extensively described it during the inaugural Open Views programme, 
KRUU is "grassroots, community, public, non-profit, open radio." 


Moore's use of the term "open radio" caught my attention. What, | wondered, did he 
mean? 


Amongst other things, it seems, he meant that KRUU has made a commitment to 
use only Open Source software. As KRUU founder Roland Wells explained on Open 
Views, all KRUU's PCs run on the GNU/Linux operating system, and the audio 
editing tools (Ardour and Audacity) used by DJs at the station are also Open Source. 
Likewise, the office suite used by Moore to administer the station (OpenOffice) is 
Open Source, and the station's web site was built using Free BSD UNIX, and is 
hosted on the Open Source web server Apache. 


By using Open Source solutions rather than proprietary software, Wells told KRUU 
listeners, the station has saved "tens of thousands of dollars". 


A philosophy 


But such cost-savings are just a side benefit for KRUU, since its commitment to 
openness is informed more by a philosophy than a business model. 


Above all, this philosophy includes a determination to involve the community in the 
station as much as possible. And since KRUU broadcasts on a 24-hour round-the- 
clock basis — and uses only one half-hour of syndicated programming (from Free 
Speech Radio News) — this means that Fairfield's 10,000 or so citizens not only get 
to hear a lot of local content, but they provide it themselves. 


As The Des Moines Register put it a November news report, "In Fairfield, any 
breathing resident may be stopped on the street and asked to host a radio show." 


To date, 150 local residents have volunteered to help run KRUU, and 70 of them now 
host their own shows. Practically all these DJs, moreover, have no previous 
experience whatsoever of radio broadcasting. 


In other words, in true Open Source fashion, KRUU has spurned a top-down model 
in favour of a bottom-up, do-it-yourself approach. And where traditional radio stations 
aspire to little more than pumping out an endless flow of anodyne, mass-produced 
programming, KRUU invites local citizens to select the kind of programming they 
want, and then produce it themselves. 
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"One of the reasons why we want to do this," explained Wells at the station's launch 
last September "is because most of the media we see or listen to these days is 
created somewhere else." 


And the end result, Moore wrote recently in The Jowa Source is "an aural mosaic" 
that is a "far cry from the corporatised amalgamation so prevalent in so much of 
syndicated radio nowadays." 


This aural mosaic includes a wide range of different musical genres (including TV 
theme songs) local news, and political debate — one of the first "Speaking Freely" 
shows featured former US Republican Congressman Jim Leach, who described the 
Iraq war as "the greatest foreign policy blunder in the history of our country". 


There is also a rich mixture of minority programming — including "Magyar Mix" 
(Hungarian music selected and played by Hungarian-born Fairfield resident Laszlo 
Papp), a Spanish-speaking show, a drum show, and "Sleepy Time with Grandpa D", 
an evening spot for kids that features soft music and bedtime stories. 


Laszlo Papp 


As a volunteer effort KRUU has an authenticity that no slick for-profit radio station 
could hope to match. True, there are frequent glitches, dropped lines, and miscues. 
And since KRUU is located next to the railroad, the occasional clanging of passing 
trains provides an intermittent but atmospheric backdrop. 


However, listeners are unfazed by these rough edges, says Raman. "Every DJ 
(myself included), regardless of their show, is accosted on the street regularly and 
told that the station is the best thing to have happened to the community." 


"It's the realness that people are responding to," Moore suggested to The Des 
Moines Register ... ==> 


HH 


If you wish to read this article in its entirety please click on the link below. | am 
publishing it under a Creative Commons licence, so you are free to copy and 
distribute it as you wish, so long as you credit me as the author, do not alter or 
transform the text, and do not use it for any commercial purpose. 


Please note that while | am making the article freely available to all, | am a freelance 
journalist by profession, and so make my living from writing. To assist me to continue 
making my work available in this way | invite anyone who reads the article to make a 
voluntary contribution to my PayPal account. 


| have in mind a figure of $8, but whatever anyone felt inspired to contribute would be 
fine by me. Payment can be made quite simply by quoting the e-mail account: 
richard.poynder@btinternet.com. It is not necessary to have a PayPal account to 
make a payment. 


What | would ask is that if you point anyone else to the article then you consider 
directing them to this post, rather than directly to the PDF file itself. 


If you would like to republish the article on a commercial basis, or have any 
comments on it, please email me at richard.poynder@journalist.co.uk. 


To read the article in its entirety (as a PDF file) click here. 


Posted by Richard Poynder at 23:02 
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Anonymous said... 


| don't know about America, but in Australia, most (if not all) Community 
Radio stations are run by volunteers, most with no previous radio 
experience. 


So all these guys have done is commit to using open source software... 
Community Radio by definition is "Open Radio" - in Australia anyway. 
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bess Richard Poynder said... 
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The Public Library of Science 
( PLOS ) and the University of 
California (UC ) have today 
announced a two-year 
agreement designed to 
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One of a series exploring the 
current state of Open Access 
(OA ), the Q&A below is with 
Robin Osborne , Professor of 
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We are today 
seeing growing dissatisfaction 
with the pay-to-publish model 
for open access. As this 
requires authors (or their 
funders or ins... 





Thanks for your comment. 


| think perhaps you only read the blog posting, and not the full article -- in 
the downloadable PDF file? 
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Anonymous said... 


| think it would be awesome if they were to complete the free and open 
theme by providing their feeds in ogg vorbis rather than the proprietary 
mp3 format. 


Just a thought 
February 07, 2007 2:52 pm ii 


bess Richard Poynder said... 

Thanks for that thought. My understanding was that KRUU does indeed 
use Ogg Vobis. Certainly when Sundar Raman passed the recording on 
my site over to me it was in that format. However, the file seemed to be 
corrupt so Sundar kindly sent me an MP3 version to replace it. Perhaps 
Sundar can comment? 
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a) sundar said... 

We actually use Ogg Vorbis as our default format at the station. But we 
ran into a bit of a (hopefully temporary) difficulty, which pushed us to use 
mp3. Flash currently only supports mp3. The files that are available for 
download can also be streamed online. This is an experiment, since we 
would like to make all our content available online, but copyrighted 
material can only be put up for streaming, and not download. (By 
copyrighted, | mean traditional music label releases). 

We've received a number of comments about this issue tho', so as soon 
as we can figure out a way to stream Ogg, we'll be completely on Ogg. 
But in the near future (hopefully by the end of the month) we'll be making 
Ogg files available of all the audio (especially since we already have 
them, and only need to expose them to the world!). 


Basically it's just a matter of a little time and coding, but this is on our 
task-list. 


February 07, 2007 8:42 pm i 


© Unknown said... 

Open radio is a great system, | think. There just needs to be an avenue 
that promotes a different economic approach, otherwise it will always 
lack that all-important dollar sign to keep it going. Our radio stations do a 
fairly good job of being "unaffiliated", though. Thiago | http://WWLAD.com 
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